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Abstract
This thesis examines how altered book making can be used as a coping skill for adolescents
between the ages of 13 to 18 in an acute setting within the Partial Hospitalization Program in
northern Massachusetts. Altered books are mixed media art journals that can be a platform for
coping with depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation, just as previous research has shown
journals have been for many decades. Research has outlined that adolescents need an equal mix
of structure and freedom and crave the idea of being insightful and involved in their own
treatment. The group process is a unique format to teach altered book making, giving clients the
opportunity to impress upon one another. This thesis will allow the reader to gain insight on two
weeks of art therapy sessions with adolescents in the PHP, showing how they adopted the use of
altered books to help them cope while they were experiencing difficult symptoms of various
mental health diagnoses. Clients who attended the program were able to start their own altered
books using materials provided to them. During the research, it was found that implementing an
altered book project with a large group of adolescents was challenging, yet successful in
introducing a healthy coping skill to over 20 clients in the PHP. Clients also evidenced the
importance of using good art materials and working alongside other adolescents who they trusted
and felt safe with.

Keywords: Altered books, adolescents or teenagers, Partial Hospitalization Program, mixed
media, journaling, coping skills.
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Teaching Coping Skills Through Altered Book Making with Adolescents in Acute Crisis
Treatment: Development of a Method
Introduction
Adolescents who visit Partial Hospitalization Programs (PHP) are often only in the
facility for a short length of 5 to 10 days. They are walking into the building with heavy hearts
and challenges that seem very big. They are actively in a crisis. The crisis that they are in feels
debilitating and often like something they cannot handle on their own. The purpose of this
capstone thesis is to lead therapeutic groups that educate and equip adolescents with a new
coping skill which they can carry with them and implement in their lives. Altered book making is
an art form that can be unique to each individual, enabling young adults to power through
challenging times. The altered book is the backbone of this thesis presentation, but it is the hope
that along with the altered book, a variety of coping skills will be introduced which are
accessible at a low cost and can be carried in a bookbag or just in their hands.
Within the altered book, a variety of different art materials, experientials, and topics will
be explored, alongside basic journaling skills. The book will become an artifact that these
adolescents will be able to take with them as they leave the acute program setting to continue
practicing positive coping skills in their own routines. Another reason why this topic is suitable
for the PHP setting is the safe use of creative materials and the application of these materials to
an older book, which most clients have access to, regardless of their socioeconomic situation.
In this capstone thesis, a method was created to conduct with adolescents in a PHP, to
teach a new coping skill to the group by the creation of altered books. Everyone was gifted a
book to recycle into a personalized art journal. Some examples were given, and six sessions were
led to begin the book making, but more importantly the use of these altered books was

4
introduced to the clients to use outside of the program. Each client graduated from the program
with a book and a bag of mixed media supplies to kickstart the process.
Literature Review
Adolescents in Crisis
Adolescence, by definition, covers the age span of 10 to 19 years old (Csikszentmihalyi ,
2021). The program on which this study focuses serves peoples primarily age 13 to 18. Partial
Hospitalization Programs (PHP) can act as a step down, or a transition, from a high level of care
to another level that has fewer restrictions but is not as relaxed as a typical school environment.
Or PHP can also be a prevention program to avoid hospitalization, where clients receive acute
treatment tending to the mental health crisis they are experiencing. The daily program of this
PHP lasts from 9am to 3pm and gives adolescents a highly structured environment of group
therapy sessions led by master’s level interns focusing on psychotherapy, psychoeducation, and
expressive therapies, with little milieu time.
Right now, there is a particularly interesting factor contributing to mental health
situations, the continuing development of the Corona Virus pandemic. According to an article
from the American Psychological Association, the onset of COVID-19 has “significantly
impacted the developmental trajectory of adolescents’ interpersonal relationships” and has
caused an increase in depression symptoms (Gadassi Polack et al., 2021). Due to the pandemic,
adolescents have not been able to easily experience the natural transition of spending time with
family to spending more time with peers, thus this population has seen increased stressors at
home due to this roadblock in development (Gadassi Polack et al., 2021). The purpose of
mentioning COVID-19 in this literature review is to acknowledge the challenges arising for
adolescents in 2022 and to share insight that PHP level of care is needed now more than ever
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before. Adolescents are experiencing crisis-level stressors and the intake department for PHP
settings is never short on adolescent referrals due to this increased anxiety and depression caused
by the pandemic.
What defines a crisis in this setting and with this population? Although it would be nice
to have a clear-cut definition, it is the client’s own perception of a challenging event that
determines whether or not it is a crisis (Hopson & Kim, 2004). The PHP setting is conducive to a
variety of diagnoses in teenagers including those related to anxiety, depression, OCD, substance
use, and suicidality. To meet the level of care for PHP, these diagnoses usually involve a current
heightened level of severity, defined here as a crisis. Haddad and Gerson write that a psychiatric
crisis can come on over time, escalating symptoms and other problem behaviors or it can happen
all at once, particularly pointing to a crisis event (2014). Sometimes the crisis only shows up at
school or at home, and not in both settings. A valuable article written by Laura M. Hopson and
Johnny S. Kim highlights the challenges faced by adolescents noting that this age often
experiences heightened stressors due to the nature of maturing and they are also exposed to more
precipitants in their environment, one example being the divorce of their parents (2004). These
growing pains of adolescence put them at a higher risk of crisis than adults and require a
complex toolbox of coping strategies to cope. Stressors, like the COVID-19 pandemic mentioned
above, and the increase in school-related violence and high divorce rates are affecting teenagers
now more than ever before.
Adolescents’ enrollment in the PHP setting is voluntary; they often have some desire to
learn how they can help themselves out of the difficulties they are suffering. However, they are
still in a major crisis, and the motivation to help oneself is typically low or lacking. A strengthsbased approach is helpful in this context because it allows clients to leave the crisis with more
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strengths and resources than they had prior to the event (Hopson & Kim, 2004). Often, these
clients feel as though they are “responsible” for their own situation and fall into a hole of selfblame. A solution-focused therapist reminds the client that they are their own expert in resolving
their problems by reminding them of the inherent strengths and resources that they already have
to help themselves (Hopson & Kim, 2004).
To achieve this, well-known group psychotherapist researcher Irvin Yalom reminds
clinicians to focus on the ‘here and now’ mindset as clients are unable to change their past
(Leszcz & Yalom, 2020). It is important to avoid working too much in the past or in the future,
as the strength of the group model lies in the ‘here and now’ of the group room and the members
participating. It is important to remember that in this setting, the length and life expectancy of a
group can be as little as one session alone (Vicks, 1999). For a solution-focused therapist, the
complicated but impactful piece of this is to not leave a trace of your own work, allowing the
clients in the group to feel as though they alone have the most responsibility for the success they
experience (Hopson & Kim, 2004). Although in brief therapy it can be tricky to see long-term
outcomes, it is said that client’s belief that therapy will work is the first step to it successfully
working (Vicks, 1999). A challenge to the short-term treatment model for clinicians is that they
most likely will not get to see the exponential amount of growth they may have a part in causing
because it happens long after the client has left the treatment program.
Learning new coping skills is the ‘hot topic’ in the PHP model because although these
crises can represent pain and feel like a setback, they also have the potential to push someone
even further when it comes to the skills they have and coping skills they find out help them
(Hopson & Kim, 2004). Learning new coping skills is an accessible goal for short-term treatment
at a PHP because it not only helps clients in the ‘here and now’ but it teaches them new skills for
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the next challenge they may encounter when they are at home, actively experiencing heightened
anxieties and depression symptoms. Kaplánová shared about the need for hockey players to
manage stress in high anxiety situations, specifically needing good psychological resilience to
bounce back from setbacks within the game (2018). Bartlett and Gagne separated coping skills
into four categories that really make sense: problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping,
avoidant coping, and secondary control coping (2020). These four types of coping skills have
been seen to reduce stress in adolescents who have been diagnosed with childhood cancer.
Although neither of these examples use the same diagnosis or settings as the PHP clients, the
level of stress in crisis is relatable.
Often, teenagers will express that they need ideas to distract them in the moment of crisis.
Some ideas they give are interacting with their pets, doing word searches, scrolling on their
phones, or listening to music. Although there is nothing wrong with these coping skills, it was
this writer’s observation that more could be done to creatively meet clients in times of
heightened stress. This is when an art therapy directive seems perfect to enter the world of
coping skill development because art therapy uses creativity to endorse distraction and relaxation
(Clapp et al., 2018).
As an art therapist, Lisa Fliegel reminds us that one of our duties is not only to be a
therapist, but also be a mentor and to prepare your people to head into the future valuing the
creativity in the world and seeing society through a new lens (2000). This creative based practice
is particularly necessary for adolescents and can be affirming to their identity. “By paving the
road for patients to be creative in age-appropriate activities, art therapists affirm the positive role
of the teenager in society and provide both the mental health and youth development services an
essential service” (Fliegel, 2000, p. 88).
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Altered Book Making
The idea of the altered book project is be to teach clients how to use their altered book as
a coping skill for those high anxiety moments at home or at school. Planting the seed for this
coping skill while the client is in crisis and at the PHP level, will help them develop a skill that
will continue to care for them outside of that current crisis moment.
To describe what an altered book is and to elaborate on why this is a trusted art
experiential to use for adolescents and young adults is first. An altered book is the craft of
turning a preexisting book into a new piece of art, using a variety of mediums and techniques
such as cutting, painting, stamping, tearing, pasting, drawing, pop-up and folding (Cobb &
Negash, 2010) (Song, 2012). Young Imm Kang Song, a professor at Lesley University, has
incorporated altered book making into their course Environmental Arts and Education for over 4
years (2012). Song continued this project throughout the course, having students use the book to
interact with the course and to reflect. The students reacted positively and designed each page
with unique materials that would have otherwise been thrown away.
Writing reflectively in a journal or diary is not something that is new to the therapeutic
experience. Asli Arslanbek shared that the act of writing allows a person to slow down and to
pay more attention to detail in relationships, life events, or even themselves (2021). Steve
Portman encouraged teachers to use journaling as a practice in the classroom. He agrees with
Arslanbek by mentioning the importance of journaling to relive an experience or make sense of
our emotions and feelings (Portman, 2019). According to these two researchers, and many more
not mentioned, the practice of writing down our own experiences is a powerful tool to get in
touch with ourselves and make our thoughts tangible. Keeping a journal has been proven to be
helpful as we have seen for many generations. But more specifically, a visual or art journal can
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introduce an additional added benefit. Arslanbek continues to write about the addition of visual
expressions, explaining that visual journals can “facilitate connections between the “visual,
intuitive and feeling-centered” right brain and the “verbal, logical, thought-centered” left brain”
(2021, p. 3).
Gioia Chilton wrote about their own experience making an altered book and reflected that
“As I constructed this narrative and created this artwork, building from a base of stories of
mysteries, I raised more questions. I learned about people and ideas in the process, and do feel
uncovered, changed: energized and excited by the possibilities for future work, hopeful for a
more just and peaceful future, radicalized in a positive way” (2013, p. 12). In Chilton’s own
work, they were able to reflect upon other’s writings and experientials and respond within the
pages of their altered book, a similar experience as what I hope to have in my altered book.
Two studies have covered the altered book making process with adolescents similarly
enough to this writer’s intention that they deserve to be noted specifically in this literature
review. The first was research collected by Randy M. Vick “prestructured elements in brief
group art therapy with adolescents” (1999). While reading this article and highlighting much of it
to be relevant to this research, it was made clear that the elements of this article overlapped the
altered book making goals I had created. Vick writes that the goal of his work was to “create an
ambiance of welcome, safety, and creativity” and this aligns perfectly with the common goals of
this study (1999, p. 69).
Vick writes about art therapy in a brief treatment setting, and notes that there is a struggle
to balance and maintain freedom and structure (1999). This study was conducted in an
adolescent PHP on location of a private psychiatric hospital, with a typical group size of 4 to 5
clients (Vick, 1999). This group was particularly lucky to meet in a converted 19th century stone
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barn, a welcoming art studio atmosphere. Vick describes the directive typical in groups to
involve “prestructured art elements”, or more specifically cut out magazine pictures, magazine
words, photocopied images, cut and torn papers, traced shapes, and partial drawings (1999).
These elements were placed on the table prior to adolescents joining the group and the clients
were allowed to arrive early and select things off the ‘idea buffet’ that Vick had arranged to use
as a starting point for their creation. This art making process influenced how this writer created
the collection of materials used in the method written about in this thesis. Because of the way the
“idea buffet” was presented to clients, “even the simplest production of a single image glued on
the paper and titled can offer material for discussion since all the choices in selection, placement,
and text are those of the maker” (Vick, 1999, p. 70). Vick goes on to write, “In a brief treatment
context, even a very shy, resistant, or disoriented newcomer can participate with the support of
the therapist, group, and these structural strategies” (1999, p. 70).
Vick clarifies his intent for this treatment by sharing the necessity of four goals within
this art therapy model: to balance both freedom and structure, to create a place that promotes
safety, to open eyes to connections being made, and to let the group model work (1999). To
expand on the idea of ‘psychological safety’, Vicks writes, “short-term group treatment does not
afford the therapist the luxury of slowly building trust with and among clients over time;
therefore, it is essential to demonstrate the physical and psychological security of the therapeutic
group through overt means in every session” (1999, p. 75). From this writing, close attention
should be paid to acquiring appealing and appropriate materials, making a warm and safe
environment, and fostering creativity within discussions.
Gioia Chilton writes another compelling article about the use of altered books with
adolescents in 2007, obtained while working with fostered teens in short group art therapy
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sessions. Art making processes while altering a book becomes an experience that stimulates
growth, change, and healing (Chilton, 2007). Chilton allowed for freedom in expression by
allowing each artist to make their own alterations without limitations (2007). The book is a
starting point that takes away the fear of a blank white canvas that many artists encounter. No
matter which page opened, it gives a new ‘prompt’ for artists to explore and respond to (Chilton,
2007). As with a traditional journal, altered books are a set of bound pages which “illustrate a
person’s artistic story over time” and it becomes a “portable, compact body of work and a
container for therapeutic treatment” (Chilton, 2007, p. 60).
Backing it up to the physical book that becomes the canvas for this piece of art, it is
important to note the symbolism that books have to us. Books are interactive by nature, inviting
us to open them and look from page to page (Chilton, 2007). Chilton challenges the art therapist
to think about the relationship the client has to books. “In the client’s life, were books read
aloud? Did reading come easily or with difficulty? Is the client able to read? Are books a source
of pleasure or do they bring up negative associations to school failure? What is the client’s
historical family experience of books and education? Are books a part of the life of the client’s
family?” (Chilton, 2007, p. 60). It is also important to consider the cultural context of the book.
In the United States, we tend to see books thrown about on the curb or in the free pile at garage
sales, but this is not always the case in other countries or communities.
Also, writing in a book might align with the feeling of spray painting on a building, a
form of art that some define as vandalism. As a client responds to the pages of a book by altering
them, it can feel like they are altering a symbol of authority or permanency, and this can give
power to the artist, transforming what was once already seen as complete (Chilton, 2007).
Altering a book can be simply confusing. However, individuality and rebellion in a healthy way
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can help young people to discover their own concept of self (Chilton, 2007). Through facilitating
altered book making with the foster care population of adolescents, Chilton endorsed that books
are a unique and powerful canvas to put in the hands of young people (2007). She writes, “the
portable and accessible nature of books makes altered books effective for the concrete recording
of the creative process and subsequent self-discovery. The interactive quality of altered books
lends itself to community building. Rich in symbolic meaning, altering books can even be a
symbolic rebellion against the status quo, thus making it a particularly suitable art form for
adolescents” (Chilton, 2007, p. 62-63).
For this literature review, it is necessary to mention that altered book research has not
often covered the use of altered book making within a group setting. Nor has it covered the
specific use of altered books within a short treatment time, some only having opportunity to learn
in one session. Therefore, research was conducted regarding the group process, and how to make
this method successful with 10-20 adolescents in one room. The Theory and Practice of Group
Psychotherapy, written by Yalom and Leszcz speaks to short-term inpatient group therapy. They
write, “In acute inpatient group work, regardless of model, there is no place for the nondirective
group therapist. The group leader serves as an essential and stabilizing anchor for the group
participants. You are a chief agent of any semblance of cohesion that the group will experience.
The great majority of clients on an inpatient ward are confused, frightened, and disorganized;
they crave structure and stability” (Leszcz & Yalom, 2020, p. 602-603). This text speaks to
inpatient groups, however the acute need and similarities with PHP makes the need for stability
just as great. They claim that the goals of this type of acute therapy should be continuously
engaging the clients in the process, encouraging sharing and talking amongst one another,
teaching clients to identify problems, finding ways to interrupt feelings of isolation, and to give

13
clients moments where they are able to step in and help others in the group. While creating the
method for this capstone thesis, these goals were kept in mind. Enrollment in a PHP can be so
brief, integration to termination may happen before group members can acknowledge their
attendance. To add an additional goal to those listed above, it was my intent to leave these
adolescents with creative skills that they can use beyond the group in future challenges.
Method
Participants
The implementation of this method happened in a Partial Hospitalization Program (PHP)
in a Massachusetts town north of the city of Boston. The PHP is open to any clients ages 11 to
18, who are from neighboring towns and have been referred for acute crisis treatment. The
census of the PHP was higher than typical for this program during the two weeks of this study.
There were 11 to 16 clients in program during each of the six sessions, with a total of 24
adolescents participating during the length of the project. Clients entered the program with
current challenges and diagnoses ranging from anxiety, depression, suicidality and substance use,
to gender identity exploration, autism spectrum disorder, and eating disorders.
Materials
Prior to the first session, compiled kits were made for each client who would enter
program during these weeks. Each kit included a bag filled with “starter” art supplies that would
supplement their creation of an altered book (see Figure 1). The bags included the following:
several pieces of scrap-colored papers, magazine pages, book pages, paper frame, envelope,
square of watercolor paper, stickers, note/journal cards, googly eyes, one postcard, colored index
cards, pieces of ribbon/yarn, one button, a playing card, monopoly money, cut out circles, glue
dots, contact paper, and pop-up adhesive squares. The bag also included a handout explaining an
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altered book. The answers to the questions “why would I transform a book?” and “how would
this help me?” along with some ideas for the clients to try at home and several photos of this
writer’s artwork in past altered books were included (see appendix).
In addition to this bag of art supplies,
each participant was able to choose a book
to transform. A range of books were
provided to choose from including
paperback chapter books, journals, coloring
books, classic books, and hardcover books.
There were options other than traditional
books to give additional options to those
who were apprehensive about writing in a
book. The books acquired for this method

Figure 1: Materials

were either donated or bought from a secondhand clearance rack. For the purpose of this thesis,
the narrative that was given was that these books had already lived their ‘first life’ and it was the
participants decision to give the book another meaning.
Procedure
A total of six sessions were held over a period of two weeks. Each session was led in a
hybrid model, with one or two clients participating on Zoom, and the rest in person. One day, out
of the six, the program was led fully online due to weather. This thesis method took place over
the course of six sessions in a two-week period. During the two weeks, sessions were held for
either 45 minutes or one hour on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays. Each session was formatted
with a warm-up, art activity within the book, and a conclusion conversation about the topic.
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Documentation
During the group sessions, I took simple notes and occasionally created inside my own
altered book alongside the group members. After the groups were over, I spent time reflecting
and writing clinically about each participants experience as well as my own experience leading
the group. To additionally process, I created large posters and bulletin boards in my home office
with themes I noticed throughout the process. I digested these themes inside the altered book I
was creating simultaneously with individuals to take note of my experience as the clinician
leading this method.
Results
During this research method, there were 6 sessions that took place. To clarify the findings
from each session, more elaborate detail will be shared in the following subsections. To
conclude, themes that were common throughout are listed a the end of the section.
Session 1 Description
During the first session, an introduction to altered books was presented through open
conversation, questioning, and a slideshow
presentation. Each client had the opportunity to
choose their books from the assorted options
available. After the clients were acquainted with
their books, they had opportunity to find the paper
frame that was in the bag. Each used the frame to
make a “beginning self-portrait” as their first entry
in their altered book (see my own work as a sample
throughout, Figure 2). Many clients finished this
Figure 2: Self-Portrait
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very quickly, so an offer to journal in the book was made. Finally, the clients were led on an
experience through music by drawing lines to three songs on the pages of their books. There
were 11 clients present in the room during session one.
Session 1 Processing
During this first session, I arrived after an unplanned morning intake. The intake had
taken up more of my brain capacity than I had planned, therefore arriving in the group room with
five minutes of preparation and a distracted mindset did not benefit the introduction to altered
books as a group topic. When reflecting on how this session was initially presented to the group,
my observation is that I was lacking confidence in myself and in my own ability to teach
adolescents this unique coping skill, especially with 11 individuals in the room and limited time
to address each person one on one.
I had planned to have the clients create a self-portrait in their books to get acquainted
with the use of the altered book as a tool to seek identity. I quickly found out that asking a group
of adolescents to think about themselves in the format of a self-portrait was the last thing they
wanted to do in the moment. Many clients used the paper frame and the symbol of a question
mark to complete this activity in less than five minutes. As the clinician in the room, who was
already lacking confidence, one can imagine that I was scrambling to recover this session and to
keep the clients busy for the rest of the session.
To pivot, I played a series of songs with different themes and had the clients draw a
continuous line to the music. Although there were only about 5 clients in the room who
participated in this section, it gave me insight to the needs of the group. The fast-paced, quickly
moving session was overwhelming for many members of the group. I realized that there had
been two integral things missing from this session: time to reflect on what an altered book is and
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why transforming an old book can be therapeutic. I had asked the clients to do too much in one
therapeutic session and therefore I missed the boat on gaining calm and insightful feedback from
the group.
Session 2 Description
The second session was lead in two separate groups, as the room where we were meeting
was unable to hold the clients all at once. Each of the two sessions were similar in structure and
content. The first group was 7 participants, and the second group was 5 participants. To begin the
session, a conversation was facilitated about a favorite or memorable moment with a book. Each
client was given an orange-colored paper sun and conversation was facilitated about the
metaphor this image represents. Participants were encouraged to incorporate the paper sun into
pages of each person’s book as they created an artistic “spread” surrounding the theme of
“warmth” and what this sun reminded them of. The weather outside on this day was very dreary
and wintery, so the contrast between this sun and the weather was made clear.

Session 2 Processing
To give detail to the experience I was having
while running these groups, it was decided the
morning of these groups to split them into two, one
in the morning and one in the afternoon. I had spent
several hours in the previous days, addressing my
low confidence level in the first session, and making
a new game plan for the next 5 sessions. Speaking
frankly, this day of leading two sessions presented a

Figure 3: Sun Activity
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break-through in the altered book experience. At least two clients, ones I was afraid would never
connect to the medium, showed great progress.
At the start of each group, I shared that I felt as though the previous session was not my
best introduction to the topic, and I felt as though I deserved a second chance (as we all do). I reintroduced the topic of altered books and asked clients to share a memory with a book. To my
surprise, some memories were not the happiest memories, but rather were ingrained in these
clients’ brains when they think about looking at a book. A client shared that it was “wrong” to
write in a book. For the purpose of discussion, I told the group that these books were one step
away from being thrown in the trash, and we were repurposing them into a new life. I decided to
make art alongside both groups and conversations flowed about summertime and what the sun
symbolizes (see Figure 3). Clients began to “buy into” the altered book and create a relationship
with their own books.
Session 3 Description
The third session was led on a Friday and was held virtually due to inclement weather.
Originally planned was a self-care routine created that they could insert into their altered books
later. However, a shift in group dynamics led to a change in plans. Each client anonymously
shared with the leader what challenges they were facing right now, all relating to anxiety.
Therefore, together a monster was created with the purpose was of defeating anxiety. Each client
added “parts” to the monster, drawing off screen. Although everyone followed the same
instructions, at conclusion of the activity, it was discovered that each participant had created a
unique monster to fight our own anxieties. Clients had freedom to put this into their altered
books when they got back to program. Fifteen clients participated virtually.
Session 3 Processing
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During this session, clients were fatigued from the video conferencing platform and
needed something lighthearted to shift the mood and finish the day. Almost every client of the 15
on screen participated fully in drawing as well as sharing additions to their monster that would
fight anxiety. Although this was not in our altered books, because they were still in the group
room at the program, this gave clients an idea of what could be included. Each member of the
group followed the same instructions, but interpretations varied in their drawings, so
individuality was noticed by the group. As the leader of this group, I felt prepared, confident, and
inspired, and I believe this helped clients to feel the same.
Session 4 Description
During the next session, to warm up, scented markers were given out to each client.
Before they read the label of the marker, they were asked to draw in their books an observation
of smell. Time was spent passing markers and drawing what each color smelled like. Each client
then received an envelope to paste into their altered books. On separate slips of paper, clients
wrote positive affirmations for 13 other people in the room. They walked around and put the
slips of paper in one another’s envelopes to remind them to stay positive. Each client had one
leftover slip to give to themselves. 13 clients were in person and 1 virtual client joined.
Session 4 Processing
Prior to this session, I had written out over 20 different prompts I could use for altered
book groups, so I would have an abundance of ideas if we had extra time. To start this group, I
passed out scented markers to draw with thinking it would be a quick warm-up in the altered
book. To my surprise, almost all the group members wanted to pass around and draw what their
smell was picking up from the scent. There were two clients who chose to bypass this warm-up
and observed the rest of the group. I was able to explain to clients that interacting with other
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senses can be a good coping skill to use, such as peeling an orange or holding ice in their hand
when anxious.
After the scented markers were collected, the group glued an envelope into their journals
and wrote positive affirmations for others in the group. Clients had reference to this, feeling like
Valentine’s Day and how passing out cards to others brought up memories from elementary
school. The second half of the group posed some group dynamic challenges, with several clients
speaking out of turn and pushing boundaries on what is appropriate to write on these pieces of
paper or say out loud in the group. Although the group was challenging to run in the moment,
when reflecting on how I captivated 14 individuals in the same room, I believe I accurately
planted the seed of creativity and self-love.
Session 5 Description
At the start of the fifth session, a discussion was facilitated about the top three favorite
people in each participant’s lives. Clients used this list to choose one person to write a thank you
note to. There were no restrictions on who or what the thank you note was about, a celebrity, a
food item, or another person in their life. Then,
to make a collaborative letter, the clients each
anonymously submitted one sentence from their
letters to the leader. This sentence was added to
a group letter to the whole group, thanking
them for being in the group. The letter was
printed for each client to insert into their altered
book (see Figure 4). 2 Virtual clients attended
and 13 in person clients.

Figure 4: Thank You Poem
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Session 5 Processing
This group is easily one of my favorites to run in the PHP setting. Group members do not
know they are writing such eloquent words until they are placed together in a poem or letter for
all to read. To combine the sentences that each client anonymously added, I sat and composed
the letter in my own handwriting to share with the group. When I first read aloud the letter,
clients are usually fascinated by the words, and this group was no different. Clients appeared to
be invested in this group from beginning to end. Although we were not working directly inside
of the books during some of the session, the clients were able to notice the connection and have
something inside of the book that reminded them of the group cohesion. It was my goal during
this session to bring the group process to everyone. Their altered book would continue to be one
that they would work on alone yet would have a piece of the group within the covers of the book,
a reminder of group strength.
Session 6 Description
The final group session was a combination of several smaller inserts for the book. Each client
added a pocket for a bookmark with all the surrounding town’s crisis numbers in case of an
emergency. They also chose a feather that they could insert into the book that represented their
feelings now. Each client took a few minutes to journal about the day. And a discussion was
facilitated about the altered book making process and how it felt to use this as a coping skill.
Session 6 Processing
Unpredicted group dynamics were very present during this group, after a volatile
discussion was had in the group room earlier that morning surrounding assigned seating. Several
clients were visibly angry and upset all morning, including during this group. Although I was not
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the reason for the shift in emotion, I felt a responsibility for the group dynamic of the morning
and this caused some greater transference, which was unexpected. Alongside this frustration, was
a high self-expectation I had to “perform” well during this session in order to conclude the hard
work I had invested in the six-session method shared in this thesis. Due to these factors, my
ability to smoothly transition and ease clients into a structure was affected.
However, at the end of the group we spent time processing this ‘project’ as a whole and
the response was astounding. Clients had broken out of their comfort zones to try something
new, and many of the clients said they looked forward to continuing their altered book at night
when their anxieties were high, and they needed a distraction. Some clients shared difficulty with
covering up words and noticed a connection to their perfectionistic nature. There was one client
who did not actively participate in the group process each day, but during their exit survey, they
mentioned my name as someone that impacted their time at PHP. We sat and discussed how this
mthod could be interwoven into their routines to help them cope with hard emotions.
Reflections
When I opened my eyes to the entire scenario, the clients, the experience of making an
altered book alongside one other, and the act of being the clinician in the room, many common
themes arose. Some of thoe connect to the literature I have previously discussed, such as the
factors present in group psychotherapy in a brief setting or characteristics of adolescents
experiencing high risk crisis. Altered book making was an experience that could meet clients
where they were at, in the ‘here and now’ and would not judge them for the way they came to
session. Coping skills are in high demand with this group, as they grasp the reality of their
situations. However, there were themes that surprised me, such as how much the high-stress PHP
setting had worn down my confidence and therefore had led me to believe that I was not doing a
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“good job” of presenting this method to the clinical population. This low self-confidence is
something that I realized adolescents can immediately discern and feed off.
I also was unaware at the development of this study that the two weeks it was
implemented would be the highest in attendance at PHP all year, due to a new goal to grow the
program. The number of clients in the room posed an even larger challenge, trying to connect
with or just observe each individual as well as the group as a whole. I also have not touched on
the inclusion of virtual clients into the program. Having a hybrid model with one or two virtual
clients each day limits the art therapy experientials that are available. These clients were able to
participate with the theme of each group but were left out of the altered book making experience
in the room.
Discussion
Altered books can be a canvas for teaching adolescents experiencing crisis level
challenges how to cope with their current stressors. The nature of altered books is that they are
freely composed by the individual creating them with no two books being the same. Unlike some
traditional journals, altered books are messy, colorful, and radically unique to the person who is
creating them. However, they still hold the power of the journal, encouraging each person to
slow down and reflect, to connect with emotions and to learn more about oneself as the process
continues. Adolescents in the PHP have been tested with challenges of great proportions and
although they are in program from 9AM to 3PM, they still express difficulty with staying strong
outside of the program. These adolescents need a routine of self-care and connection that is more
powerful than the urges they may have to self-harm, be isolated, or feel hopeless. The findings of
this research revealed three statements, which are explored below: good materials are priceless,
adolescents trust one other, and altered books are an effective coping tool.
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Good Materials are Priceless
After conducting this research, I found that adolescents craved being able to create
without limitations of materials. On the first day, clients were amazed at the ‘gift’ I had given to
them, which was an old book and a plastic bag of random papers, stickers, and textiles. One
client commented on how kind it was for me to take the time to acquire and sort through these
materials for them. Throughout the process, I found that I didn’t need to spend much time
introducing topics, often the clients would just explore and find new things in their bags.
Because I did not allow them to take these bags home in between sessions, I was able to view the
creative process of exploring these prestructured materials, just as Randy Vick had done in
previous research (1999).
Adolescents have commented on how frustrating it can be to use dried out markers or
broken pencils, and it was clear that if I had given them “leftovers” from another project, the
buy-in to this experience would have taken much more time. The new tools and thoughtful
organization made them feel validated. They deserve the first pick, rather than scraps.
Adolescents experienced artmaking through these materials, expressed their emotions, and felt
supported by other group members. The following weeks after this method was complete, clients
discussed the continuation of using altered books at home. They took home both the book and
the bag of supplies, and they talked about searching for materials similar to the ones I had
provided. Thoughtfulness in material acquisition is very important. Adolescents know if
something has been a second thought.
Adolescents Trust Each Other
After beginning this project, I experienced doubt that using altered books would work
due to a challenging first session. However, it wasn’t up to me if the experience would be
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successful or not. When working with a group of adolescents, the best outcome possible is
teaching the group how to trust one another. In school, adolescents are looking towards each
other for opinion, expertise, and affirmation. The same thing happens in the group room. It was
never up to the group leader to decide if a topic is one that will spark conversation for hours or
be extinguished in the first 30 seconds. That decision is always up to the group. I quickly
realized the truth in this concept as they decided to buy into the idea of altered books from the
second session and forward.
The discussion continued as a new group of clients joined the program, and the word
passed among clients. The new clients requested the topic be reintroduced to the group. This
experience was memorable to these clients and helpful in making moves to get them out of crisis,
and they shared that hope with others who joined the program as I led other groups not related to
this topic. As clients discharged, they shared the impact that the altered book experience had on
them and their treatment, and they held close these books that tracked the progress they had
made. It wasn’t my responsibility as the art therapy intern to convince them to fall in love with
my thesis. Rather, my responsibility was to set the idea on the table and give them access to the
materials and walk away. The success is owed to the group model, especially when working on a
short-term schedule. As stated in the literature review, the idea is that counselors can walk away
feeling as if they did not leave a trace of themselves in the work and the client is able to walk
away feeling as though they were responsible for their own success (Hopson & Kim, 2004).
From a client centered therapy perspective, originally created by Rogers, clients will intrinsically
lead themselves into the therapeutic process of unpacking their own needs at the pace they feel
appropriate and in the way that they feel appropriate, leaving the counselor to be primarily a
facilitator of the process (Elizabeth, 1983). This intrinsic process of figuring out their own tools
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to use is heightened in a supportive environment, such as group therapy, with other peers their
age. In the PHP setting, clients desperately need to learn their own tools because it is much more
important what happens when they go home and are left to their own devices than what happens
in the secluded, protected, and sterile program.
Altered Books are an Effective Coping Tool
During this group model, there was an average of four people shifting in or out of the
group each session. Yalom reminds his readers that in short-term group settings, the importance
is a single session as group dynamics can shift very quickly from one meeting to another (Leszcz
& Yalom, 2020). Due to the constant shift in atmosphere of a short-term treatment setting such
as a PHP, it is important to constantly be building skills that group members can be using outside
of program hours. These skills are termed ‘coping skills’ and are the stationary background of
most adolescent PHPs (Hopson & Kim, 2004). The act of journaling is not a new one in the
therapeutic space, and even altered book making has been around for many years but
reintroducing this coping skill to teenagers has proven to be successful in identify exploration
and being in touch with emotions (Arslanbek, 2021) (Hopson & Kim, 2004).
Enter here, my work introducing altered book making as a coping skill to adolescents in
the PHP setting. Art journaling or altered book making combines so many other well-loved
coping tools that adolescents list when they enter the program. Teenagers report listening to
music, doodling, writing, reading, and spending time outdoors as some their more common
coping skills. The altered book is a place where you can write out the lyrics to your favorite
song, gather leaves and press them into the pages while you were on your walk, notice the
weather and doodle how it makes you feel, write a letter to your future self, and explore the
words on the page to make blackout poetry. All these things can happen within the pages of their
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personal art journal or altered book. It is not my assumption that altered books will work as a
coping skill. These adolescents came back for over one month telling me how they were working
for them. They were exploring the pages of these books and were vulnerable with the hurt they
were experiencing. Previously discussed literature outlined the need for adolescents to feel
stable, secure, and safe, and the altered book allowed them to have a platform that they could
trust (Vick, 1999).
Limitations and Considerations
This study enhances art therapy research but is not without its limitations. The study was
conducted over a period of two weeks in a PHP setting. There was one leader conducting the
study, myself, who believes in the field of art therapy and using altered books, but this limits the
perspective of the research. The longevity of the research was proven to be valuable, as clients
were speaking of this activity for as much as two weeks after it had concluded. However, to find
out more detailed information, including the altered book experiential in the PHP model over a
longer period of time would benefit understanding if this is an effective coping skill. It would
also be interesting to understand what the daily addition of this practice of altered book making
would look like in the PHP setting, as I was only able to be in the program three days per week. I
lack the understanding of other cultural perspectives, as I am a cisgender, white female, and I
have always had access to art supplies to use for this type of project. This thesis was done on a
very strict budget, with predominantly found or donated materials, as well as a limitation to the
books I could obtain for the clients.
In writing this research, it is my hope, that we creatively continue to meet clients where
they are at in the ‘here and now’ (Leszcz & Yalom, 2020). Future research should be developed
about altered book making with adolescents in a short-term treatment facility. To seamlessly do
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this, it would be my recommendation to do this as a longitudinal study of multiple months, every
client who enters the program would receive a book as their journal. Incorporating this altered
book into every facet of the PHP could benefit clients’ experience by tracking progress and
having a record of the time they spent in the program. I would also recommend more research be
done on the use of altered books within different socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds. The
meaning of a book varies culturally, and connections are yet to be explored about the way art
therapists can field this from a power, privilege, and oppression minded perspective.
This research benefits the field of expressive therapies and art therapy specifically,
because it introduces the use of a coping skill such as this one in the group setting. Although
implementing altered book making in a group of 11 or more individuals was challenging for the
leader, the benefit to each person was seen weeks later as they explored the topic on their own. I
believe this means that group exploration of a topic should not be avoided, just because it
traditionally had been introduced as an individual based experiential.
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Appendix

Altered Book Making as a Coping Skill
What is an Altered Book?
§

An altered book is a book, usually one that is older and that has seen some use, which
becomes the canvas for a new reflective art piece. This piece of art is interactive and
ever growing. Think of it as a journal but disguised as a book. There are no rules or
expectations and can be anything you want it to be. The book itself can sit on your
nightstand or get thrown into your backpack and look just like a normal book (unless of
course you want to transform the cover). Anything can be added into your altered book
including paint, fabric, and collage materials such as plane tickets, receipts, clothing
tags or other things that might be otherwise thrown away. Or you can just simply draw
and write in your book, over top of the printed words.

Why would I transform a book?
§

It can seem scary to think about transforming or altering a book. The original purpose
for a book is to read it right? The books we are using have already lived their first life as
a book. Unfortunately, these books were one step away from the trash0 can. We are
working on giving them a renewed life! If you are still hesitant, there are other options
such as journals or coloring books which are made to be written in.

How can this help me?
§

Journaling is helpful for your mental health. Art making is helpful for your mental health.
Combining these two practices by making an altered book is something that can be
powerful and helpful in processing. Art making and journaling can also be successful as
a coping skill: enter altered book making. Place this book somewhere close when you
know you are struggling. Pull it out and rip out pages when you are feeling angry. Draw
lines straight across the page when you are feeling anxious and practice breathing.
Smash paint inside the pages when you want to experience transformation. Distract
yourself with drawing in these pages when you are feeling thoughts of self-harm or are
in a dark place.
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